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ERWIN CHARGAFF, Heraclitean Fire, Rockefeller Univ. Press, New York, 1978. 
This is one of the best scientific autobiographies written in this century. To support this 
claim we have assembled below some of the author’s carefully wrought aphorisms, to wit: 
“The diabolical dialectics of progress change causes into symptoms, symptoms into causes; 
the distinction between torturer and victim becomes merely a function of the plane of vision. 
Humanity has not learned-if I were a true scientist, i.e., an optimist, I should insert here the 
adverb “yet’‘-how to call a halt to this dizzying tumble into the geometrical progression of 
disasters which we call progress.” 
“I cannot but regret that a trite wet blanket of uncommitted rationality is now covering the 
entire world. Where do dreamy young people find the little hole through which to escape, if 
only for a short night, this frightening world, in hashish, in Hesse? A hundred years ago, they 
would have laughed with Offenbach, Nestroy, even Labiche; now it is at best Woody Allen.” 
“I regret the trend that has made of linguistics a mock science, a sort of molecular philology, 
in which the precision of the trappings conceals the emptiness of the core-just as in molecular 
biology.” 
“The substitution of the experimentally provable “could-have-been” for the experimentally 
inaccessible “has-been” is an old trick of pseudo-scientific prestidigitation that usually ends in 
calling “life” what is not life and “language” what is not language. The attempt to define the 
undefinable, to achieve a retrogression into the origin of origins, will always end in the banal 
recognition that the experimental sciences are not historical ones and that they are even less 
philosophical than is present-day philosophy.” 
“There exist mysterious links between language and the human brain; and the heartless and 
brutal way in which language is used in our times, as if it were only a power tool in public 
relations, a shortcut from sly producer to gullible consumer, has always seemed to me the most 
threatening portent of incipient bestialization. It is frightening to observe that a progressive 
aphasia, not organically determined, appears to overtake large numbers of people who seem to 
be unable to express themselves except by hoarse barks and (undeleted) expletives. The gift of 
tongues, not explainable on the basis of natural selection, is the true attribute of Menschwer- 
dung (hominization); and it is only fitting that it be revoked shortly before the tails begin to 
grow.” 
“Decisions usually are not made as a consequence of profound deliberations, but by much 
more casual routes which then are subjected to a post-factum rationalization.” 
“It must be admitted, even under the best of circumstances, there is something bizarre about 
the modem university, that caravanserai of disconnected specialties, in which the patrimony of 
the West is being dispensed in innumerable tiny vials of many different colors to hordes of 
mostly reluctant recipients.” 
“The sciences are extremely pedigree conscious, and the road to the top of Mount Olympus 
is paved with letters of recommendation, friendly whispers at meetings, telephone calls at 
night.” 
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“A real teacher can teach through his example-this is what the ducklings get from their 
mothers-or, most infrequently, through the intensity and the originality of his view or vision 
of nature.” 
“The narrow slit through which the scientist, if he wants to be successful, must view nature 
constricts, if this goes on for a long time, his entire character; and, more often than not, he 
ends by becoming what the German language so appositely calls a Fuchidiot (professional 
idiot).” 
“A teacher is one who can show you the way to yourself; and this no one has done for me.” 
“The consequence of the excessive specialization, which often brings us news that nobody 
cares to hear, has been that in revisiting a field with which one had been very familiar, say, ten 
or twenty years earlier, one feels like an intruder in one’s own bathroom, with twenty-four grim 
experts sharing the tub.” 
“In general, it is hoped that our road will lead to understanding; mostly it leads only to 
explanations.” 
“All languages are equally rich, but not in convertible currency.” 
“If the difficulties facing a man trying to record his life are great-and few have overcome 
them successfully-they are compounded in the case of scientists, of whom many lead 
monotonous and uneventful lives and who, besides, often do not know how to write. Though I 
have no profound knowledge of this field, most scientific autobiographies that I have seen give 
me the impression of having been written for the remainder tables of the bookstores, reaching 
them almost before they are published.” 
“What makes Cardano’s or Cellini’s life stories worth reading-not to speak of the great 
Augustinus in the twilight of shattered antiquity-is that they had a life and a story to tell. Out 
of these withered pages there looks at us a human face, there beats a human heart. But what 
most scientists choose to describe-apart from the trivial day-to-day of laboratory 
works-deals, at best, with how they felt in Stockholm, retreating crabwise, but as highly 
decorated crabs, from where the King gracefully stood; or they report their sensations when 
donning the scarlet gown or tipping the academic cap on the occasion of their twentieth 
honorary doctorate. Their dull books mostly are accounts of a career, not of a life.” 
“To be a pioneer in science has lost much of its attraction: significant scientific facts and, 
even more, fNitfd scientific concepts pale into oblivion long before their potential value has 
been utilized.” 
“When I look back on what I did during those miraculous years, there come to mind the 
words ascribed to St. Thomas Aquinas: Omnia quae scripsi paleae mihi videntur.” 
“What counts, in science is to be not so much the first as the last.” 
“Great scientists are particularly worth listening to when they speak about something of 
which they know little; in their own specialty they are usually great and dull.” 
“The majesty of the book Genesis has been replaced by a technology of biopoiesis which 
may well make the centuries to come into an undreamed-of nightmare.” 
“But what is success in science? Prizes, titles, and other honors. lots of money? Some would 
say glory and a lasting name. But how long does “lasting” last? The winds of fashion, those 
inscrutable winds, blow dust also on the most glittering achievements. There is a great danger 
that Professor Gzymandias will look funny long before he is dead. The library catalogues will 
list him as “Mandias, Oscar (‘Ozzy’)“; and soon there will not even be libraries.” 
“I cannot imagine an eminent cheese merchant getting up and claiming that he was an 
unregenerate cheese merchant, for he would know that there was more even to Edam or 
Emmenthaler than his brain could encompass. But have I not recently seen and heard one of 
our foremost scientific establishment figures get up and cry out in open assembly that he was 
an “unregenerate reductionist”?” 
“In no other field of intellectual endeavor has the Victorian distortion of the idea of progress 
done as much harm as in scientific research.” 
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“If instead of the IQ, the intelligence quotient, somebody succeeded in working out the HQ, 
the humanity quotient, I believe the latter would yield surprising test results.” 
“The stress on mechanisms has given rise to one of the curses of our time: the expert. It has 
made body mechanics out of physicians and cell mechanics out of biologists; and if the 
philosopher cannot yet be called a brian mechanic, this is only a sign of his backwardness.” 
“The ways of the devil are so obvious that we do not see them.” 
“Yale University was, at that time, much more of a college than a graduate school; and the 
undergraduates-handsome young men with baby faces-were all over town. 
The University proper-Mr. von Humboldt’s Spiritual De Luxe Motel-was much less in 
evidence. Shallow celebrities, such as William Lyon Phelps, owed their evanescent fame to the 
skill with which they kept their students in a state of elevated somnolence.” 
“Tradition may constrain you as an iron corset; but when your back hurts badly, it also 
helps you.” 
“There is a general nausea abroad-and I believe it encompasses the entire world-a 
revulsion from art and knowledge, from search and thought; a leaden tiredness; an immersion 
in a two-inch nirvana. Baudelaire’s artificial paradises have been changed into synthetic hells.” 
“It is the facts that pull the thoughts to the bottom of the sea of oblivion.” 
“The very notion of success is, in its reference to science, as spurious as is the notion of 
genius in regard to race horses, Olympic champions, or Nobel laureates.” 
“The definition of molecular biology, as “the practice of biochemistry without a license” has 
become well known and much quoted.” 
“My position was similar to that of a prelate of the modem church in which almost 
everything is permitted as long as it is done with taste and circumspection.” 
“The National Academy of Sciences, which is, after all, only a sort of chamber of scientific 
commerce into which some very funny characters have entered through various backdoors, is 
widely regarded as the true receptable of wisdom. But when you spend your life watching a 
bubble chamber or running cesium chloride gradients you may become an expert bubbler or 
gradient runner, but there is little likelihood of your thus acquiring much wisdom.” 
“Thousands of meaningless and costly experiments are performed to persuade the young 
that water boils at lOO”.” 
“The republic will not be saved by geese, not even by geese with a PhD.” 
“When I hear that we are being exhorted to produce more and more physicians, I shudder, 
for I ask myself: Will the nation be able to produce enough sick people to guarantee to all these 
doctors the level of comfort to which they consider themselves, for unknown reasons, to be 
entitled?” 
“Science has taught us that man is an animal; a view often expressed by people wishing to 
excuse the bestialities they perpetrate.” 
“Many researchers now apply methods whose rationale they do not understand.” 
“Models-in contrast to those who sat for Renoir-improve with age.” 
“Only the dead could understand life; but they publish in other journals.” 
“ I do not believe there ever existed a bourgeois genius.” 
“The incredible twaddle let loose by all these computerized humanists is probably not worse 
than that of the scientists; but since the former have only begun to develop a coterie jargon or 
an animal language of their own, they are still forced to use more or less intelligible words, and 
this gives them away.” 
“We live in a world in which rhymes have become impossible, and reason is a convert to 
despair.” 
“Ours is indeed a twilight world in which soulless puppets throw bloodred shadows on a 
screen of instant oblivion. They come and they go at a speed that contracts centuries into days, 
their names sooner forgotten than spelled out on the transparencies proclaiming their eternal 
fame.” 
“Living in the sewer into which the juices of a rotting epoch drain, I find it difficult to 
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explain that the human gift that I prize most highly next to sincerity is intensity. That quality, 
especially of the creative mind, has become very rare; it must not be confused with aggressive- 
ness or impetuosity, properties so frequent among salesmen or scientists.” 
“The barbarization of our time is nowhere as noticeable as in its obtuse indolence about 
language, one’s own or others’.” 
“But language can rise again, and it will undoubtedly do so when the metaphysical blood, 
staining, and paralyzing all growing fibers of the language, has bleached.” 
“A man who does not tremble cannot live.” 
“Satan, dispenser of delights to Faust and of horrors to Ivan Karamazov, now hopes to 
achieve tenure.” 
“The paranoia of a genius is often prophetic.” 
“Our time is cursed with the necessity for feeble men, masquerading as experts, to make 
enormously far-reaching decisions.” 
“Among many other things, I have sometimes been called gloomy. This may be so, although 
much of my gloom is actually brought on by my looking at the people who call me gloomy.” 
“From a biography of Arnold Schonberg I learned that the eminent composer, when he 
retired from the University of Southern California in 1944, received a pension of thirty-eight 
dollars per month. From the same source I gather the interesting fact that when Schiinberg, 
when after his retirement he applied for a Guggenheim Fellowship, his request was rejected.” 
“Out of a procedure designed to relieve old people of burdens they could no longer carry. 
retirement has become a Tarpeian practice, of bte-roi que je m’y merte.” 
“The schoolmarm in the little red schoolhouse may look good as staffage in political 
speeches, but nobody cares much about how she lives or, rather, starves.” 
“As to the rites of passage that lead to becoming an emeritus professor, they have obviously 
been designed by someone who fell in love with the old films depicting the degradation of 
Captain Dreyfus.” 
“Who has a soul anyway? Now we have psyches, and they are sick, but analyzable.” 
“Indolence is really the only response to an absurd universe. It is a sin, if it creates the 
inability to recognize that there are riddles; it is redeeming, if it produces a hesitancy to 
proclaim those riddles solved, when nothing of the sort has happened, for the great riddles 
probably have no solution.” 
“The present century is among the beastliest that human history has known, although it will 
probably be surpassed by the next.” 
“God can make all stones fly to heaven. He is the great suspender of the laws of nature.” 
“At the moment, everything looks absurd; but it will look less so to the few survivors, 
feeding on radioactive ants, whom I imagine inhabiting the earth in the future.” 
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